THE RAGE OF HERACLITUS: REFLECTIONS ON THE DIFFICULT RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE PHILOSOPHER AND THE MASSES Ben Schomakers
Th e relationship between the masses and the philosopher has, at least in the West, been strained from its beginning; indeed the tension at times has been marked by forthright hatred-in both directions. In the fi ft h Century BCE, a philosopher, Socrates, was put to death. In the early fi ft h Century CE, a mob, encouraged to do so by the Christian bishop, Cyril, publicly lynched the beautiful female Neoplatonist philosopher, Hypatia. Conversely, aggression towards the masses is a common phenomenon among philosophers. Usually aggression does not manifest itself in a physical form, though some philosophers, or rather would-be philosophers, assassinated ideologically-driven leaders or representatives of the masses. More oft en, however, the aggression transformed itself into philosophical disdain for the masses, in one case symbolic provocation. Th e Cynic, Diogenes, showed his disrespect for the mass by masturbating in public.
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One of the most notorious ancient philosophical deriders is Heraclitus, an archetype in this respect, not only because he has been the fi rst Greek philosopher turning his aversion of the masses into a philosophical theme, but also because the dynamics of his attitude towards them seem to encapsulate emblematically what is possibly the defi ning aspect of this attitude. Looking closely at Heraclitus, who in a sarcastic verse was called a mob-hater, or a mob-slanderer, 3 may help us understand the nature of philosophical disdain for the masses, the subject of this essay. 4 In referring to the fragments of Heraclitus I use the universally accepted numbering introduced by Hermann Diels, revised by Walther Kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker (Berlin, 1934) , hereaft er referred to as DK. Th eir edition of the Greek text is, as they were fully aware, far from adequate. I have, therefore, added within brackets references to the best edition to date: Miroslav Heraclitus, who lived in the second half of the sixth century BCE, wrote a large number of short aphorisms that together may have once constituted a book. Th ese aphorisms are not fragments of a philosophical system that we are not able now to piece together; rather they refl ect a common theme: having "true insight"-Heraclitus' true insight-into the nature of reality and "being blind, " as the masses (the dèmos or the hoi polloi) are, to that same reality. Heraclitus characterizes the masses as passive, as unaware, as living in a world of their own but dreaming that they have found reality, 4 condemning those who do not agree with them, those who are looking for a more adequate knowledge of reality.
5 Heraclitus is disdainful of those who would not like to be drawn into the circle of "those who know. " Who would not like to be drawn into such a circle? Apparently not everyone.
Although certain modern philosophers, such as Nietzsche and Heidegger (or perhaps their admirers), have put Heraclitus in the center of their own thought and created virtually a cult of Heraclitus in which he appears as an inspired prophet of (perhaps pre-metaphysical) truth, my diffi culty with several aspects of Heraclitus' thought does not begin with the judgment of others. Rather it begins with certain questions. What indeed is the nature of philosophical disdain, the natural tension within the philosopher-within the refl ective individual, if you will-with disdain for the masses? What stirs such disdain?
Th e Rage of the Masses
Understanding what may be wrong with a philosopher's disdain for the masses presupposes understanding the logic of that disdain: its
